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Groundwater Legislation Implementation  
Fact Sheet 

 
Topline Message 

 
• Groundwater Legislation:  On September 16, 2014, Governor Edmund G. Brown Jr. signed three bills 

---  AB 1739 by Assemblymember Roger Dickinson and SB 1168 and SB 1319 by Senator Fran Pavley  
---  which create a framework for sustainable, local groundwater management for the first time in 
California history. The legislation allows local agencies to tailor groundwater sustainability plans to 
their regional economic and environmental needs. 
 

• Two key principles to the groundwater legislation: 
o Groundwater is best managed at the local or regional level, and local agencies should have the 

tools they need to sustainably manage their resources. Some local and regional agencies do not 
have the necessary tools to be successful. The legislation ensures that local and regional 
agencies have the resources they need to sustainably manage groundwater, including the 
necessary authority, better technical information and financial resources.  
 

o When local or regional agencies cannot or will not manage their groundwater sustainably, the 
state will intervene until the local agencies develop and implement sustainable groundwater 
management plans. This limited state intervention would be temporary – until an adequate local 
program is established – to ensure the protection of the groundwater basin and its users from 
overdraft, subsidence and other problems stemming from unsustainable uses of groundwater 
resources. 

 
• California Water Action Plan: In January 2014 the Brown Administration released the California 

Water Action Plan to put California on the path to sustainable water management. Groundwater 
management is an important piece of the California Water Action Plan.  
 

• Drought: The drought and drought response continue to be a top priority for the Brown 
Administration. As the administration works on emergency actions to manage the immediate crisis, 
it is also taking proactive, long-term steps to prepare California for future droughts and floods. The 
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current drought reminds us of how important groundwater is for many Californians, because times 
of drought are precisely when pumping groundwater is necessary. Therefore, it is crucial that these 
groundwater basins are properly managed and allowed to recharge.  

 
• Water Bond: Proposition 1 is a general obligation bond in the amount of $7.545 billion. It includes 

funding for ecosystems and watershed protection and restoration, water supply infrastructure 
projects, including surface and groundwater storage, and drinking water protection.   
 
The planning and coordination for the water bond implementation will be part of the larger effort to 
build the Governor’s January 10 budget. The agencies, departments, conservancies and boards that 
have been allocated bond funds will all work with the Department of Finance through the normal 
budget process and use the California Water Action Plan as a long-term guide for expenditure 
priorities. 
 

• Water Bond Funds for Groundwater: Proposition 1 provides $100 million for sustainable 
groundwater management planning and implementation for local groundwater sustainable 
agencies. The bond also provides billions more for groundwater cleanup, storage projects and other 
actions that will help local agencies manage groundwater sustainably. 
 

• Groundwater is a critical element of our water supply in California. It makes up more than one-
third of our water supply in wet years and more than half of our water supply in dry years. 
Groundwater basins provide cost-effective local storage for water supplies that, if well managed, 
will make communities more resilient against climate change and future droughts.  
 

• The state’s water management system is unsustainable. The system is unable to reliably meet 
human, economic and ecological needs. Currently, where groundwater is managed, it is managed by 
local and regional agencies, some of which manage their resources sustainably. Other regions do not 
manage sustainably, resulting in problems such as groundwater overdraft, land subsidence, dry 
wells, increased pumping cost and deteriorated water quality.  

 
 

Summary of Groundwater Legislation  
 

1. Adopts a state definition of “sustainable groundwater management” 
2. Empowers local agencies to achieve sustainability 
3. Establishes a uniform framework for local groundwater management planning 
4. Respects regional differences and provides local agencies flexibility to tailor plans that meet 

their needs 
5. Provides state technical assistance 
6. Improves coordination between land use and groundwater planning 
7. Provides for state review of groundwater plans and limited state intervention authority when 

local action has been insufficient 
8. Protects water rights 
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Core Principles 
 

• Groundwater should be locally and collaboratively managed to address unique basin conditions 
and challenges. Every basin is different, and solutions must be tailored to the basin and its users. 
Over time, local residents will largely pay for and benefit from the construction, operation and 
maintenance of improvements to their water resources. Consequently, it is essential that local and 
regional agencies exercise leadership and obtain consensus on the solutions to their groundwater 
problems.  
 

• Groundwater should be managed sustainably. The goal in all regions of the state must be to 
manage groundwater sustainably.  It is not acceptable for a region to deplete or degrade its 
groundwater resources to the detriment of future generations.  
 

• The state’s role should complement and support the goal of local sustainable groundwater 
management. The state should support local control of sustainable groundwater management by 
providing the necessary authority, technical support and financial resource options. The state should 
step in only when local agencies are unable or unwilling to solve serious groundwater problems.  
When the state does so, however, it should transfer management back to local authorities when 
they are prepared to assume responsibility.  
 

• Water rights should be protected. The water rights of existing water right holders should be 
reassured that their rights are protected by law.  The goal is better groundwater management, 
which makes those rights more valuable.  

 
 

Background 
 

• Groundwater is essential to California. Because of California’s variable precipitation and regular dry 
periods, California has always relied on groundwater, particularly when surface water is scarce.  
 

o More than 80 percent of Californians rely, in part, on groundwater for their drinking water. 
   

o Groundwater is about 38 percent of the state’s total annual water supply— up to 60 percent 
in dry years.  

 
o Rural areas and small urban areas rely entirely on groundwater, as well as some larger cities, 

such as Fresno.  
 

o Groundwater basins are one of the most cost-effective and environmentally friendly places 
to store water locally during wet years.  

 
o Collectively, groundwater basins are the state’s largest reservoirs— more than 10 times the 

size of all its surface reservoirs combined.  
 
o If managed well, groundwater can serve as a buffer against the impacts of climate change 

and drought. 
 



  

4    December 4, 2014 
 

• Groundwater and surface water are part of the same system. Groundwater feeds surface water 
streams when groundwater levels are high. When groundwater levels decline, groundwater 
contributions to stream flow may decline or surface streams may lose more water to the aquifer 
than under natural conditions. Some streams may become completely disconnected from 
groundwater, entirely losing contributions from groundwater inflow. 
 

• Groundwater problems vary greatly and are locally very important.   
 

o Overdraft is a problem in large parts of the San Joaquin Valley, as well as some Central Coast 
and southern California basins with limited surface supplies.  
 

o Between 2006 and 2010, the Central Valley lost enough groundwater to fill our largest 
reservoir, Lake Shasta, five times.  
 

o Seawater intrusion into aquifers is a problem in some coastal areas, such as the Oxnard 
plain and parts of Monterey County.  

 
o Groundwater pumping is dewatering rivers that supply surface water to communities and 

farms, and support salmon and other important species.    
 
 

Q&A 
 

Q. What does “sustainable” mean? 
A. Simply put, sustainable groundwater management means managing our precious water so that 

it is available for future generations, while balancing the more immediate needs of our 
economy, environment and essential human health and safety.  

 
Q:  Many areas already manage their groundwater sustainably. Does the legislation impose new 

mandates on them? 
A: One of the law’s core principles is that groundwater should be managed at the local and 

regional level. There are many examples where local management has proven successful and 
state management is not needed. As long as local or regional agencies are demonstrably 
managing their groundwater in sustainable fashion, state management is unnecessary. The 
state’s role is then limited to support and monitor the success of local or regional management 
agencies. 

 
Q. How does the groundwater legislation relate to the drought? 
A.  Sustainable groundwater management is an issue that goes beyond the current drought. 

Improved groundwater management will put us in a better position to recharge our 
groundwater basins in future wet years and will make communities more resilient to climate 
change and future droughts. The drought has highlighted groundwater’s importance in 
California’s overall water supply, as well as the vulnerability of the resource. This drought has 
led to an increased demand for groundwater and is expected to worsen overdraft in some areas. 
The problem is not new, however, and overdraft has been occurring in some basins for decades.  
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Q. What is overdraft? 
A. A basin is in overdraft when the amount of groundwater pumped from the basin exceeds the 

amount of water recharging the basin over a period of time. When overdraft continues for a 
number of years, significant impacts may occur, including land subsidence, water quality 
degradation, dry wells, seawater intrusion and increased extractions costs. 

 
Q.  What is long-term overdraft? 
A.  Long-term overdraft means the condition of a groundwater basin where the average annual 

amount of water extracted for a long-term period, generally 10 years or more, exceeds the long-
term average annual supply of water to the basin, plus any temporary surplus. 

 
Q. How is limited state intervention consistent with local control?   
A. First and foremost, groundwater should be managed at the local and regional level. This new 

law ensures that local and regional agencies have the tools they need to sustainably manage 
their groundwater resources. Locally derived solutions are often the most successful because 
they can best account for local conditions and needs, but some local areas have found it difficult 
to solve groundwater problems for a variety of reasons. Where local and regional agencies have 
been unable or unwilling to manage their groundwater sustainably, the state is authorized to 
step in to ensure that our precious groundwater resources are around for future generations. In 
all cases, the goal will be to develop long-term, sustainable groundwater management at the 
local or regional level – not management in Sacramento.  

 
Q. What about surface water? 
A. Surface and groundwater are interconnected and must be managed together. This groundwater 

legislation is one component of the California Water Action Plan, which is a comprehensive 
approach to both ground and surface water management. In places where local agencies 
manage groundwater sustainably, they generally have developed a broad range of strategies, 
including conservation, replenishment projects, stormwater capture and water recycling. 
Groundwater management plans and programs for specific areas will need to be integrated with 
surface water management within their regions, depending on the overall make-up of local 
water supplies. 

 
Q. Why are you not talking about new reservoirs? 
A. Expanding water storage capacity, both on the surface and underground, is one of the key 

elements identified in the California Water Plan. When it comes to groundwater, however, there 
are no easy fixes. In addition to more surface storage, we need to consider a broad range of 
management options, including recharging groundwater with surface water, conservation, 
increased use of recycled water, capturing and re-using stormwater, and better integration 
among regional projects. Local agencies that manage groundwater successfully typically use a 
variety of these tools. In areas where groundwater overdraft and water quality concerns have 
been mounting for decades, local agencies can probably only resolve them though a diverse set 
of solutions. 

  
Q.   How will the water bond benefit groundwater?  
A. The water bond will provide $100 million for competitive grants for preparation of sustainable 

groundwater plans and implementation of groundwater management projects. The bond also 
provides billions more for groundwater cleanup, storage projects and other actions that will 
help local agencies manage groundwater sustainably. 
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Key Dates 
 
• January 31, 2015: Department of Water Resources (DWR) establishes groundwater basin priorities.  

This will determine which basins require groundwater sustainability plans. 
• 2015 to 2016: DWR identifies basins subject to critical conditions of overdraft. 
• January 1, 2016: DWR adopts regulations to revise basin boundaries. 
• June 1, 2016: DWR adopts regulations for evaluating groundwater sustainability plans. 
• December 31, 2016: DWR publishes report on water available for replenishment of groundwater in 

the state. 
• January 1, 2017: DWR publishes best management practices for the sustainable management of 

groundwater. 
• June 30, 2017: Local agencies must establish groundwater sustainability agencies.  
• July 1, 2017: State may designate probationary basins where groundwater sustainability agencies 

are not established.  
• January 31, 2020: Groundwater sustainability plans are adopted and implementation is under way 

for basins in critical overdraft.  Plans are submitted to DWR for adequacy review upon adoption.   
• January 31, 2022: Groundwater sustainability plans are adopted and implementation is under way 

for high and medium priority basins not in critical conditions of overdraft.  Plans are submitted to 
DWR for adequacy review upon adoption.  

• January 31, 2040: Groundwater sustainability agencies in critically over drafted basins achieve 
sustainability goal. 

• January 31, 2042: Groundwater sustainability agencies in basins not in critical condition of overdraft 
achieve sustainability goal.  


